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S

habbat Shalom: What is
death for you?

Olafsson: I see death as a total cessation of life and personal experience. It needs to
be viewed in the context of the
nature of man. Man is not a
composite being—body, soul,

and spirit—as many believe, but rather a whole
being viewed from diﬀerent perspectives. None of
the “components” of man has an
independent existence. In the
story of Creation in Genesis 2,
we read that “God made man
from the dust of the ground,
then He breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and thus
man became a living being”
(v. 7). Death is the reversal
of this process, as we read in
James: “body without a spirit
is dead” (2:26). The Bible tells
us that as the dust goes back to
dust and the spirit goes back
to God who gave it, the soul
ceases to exist.

That marks the end of
the existence of man.
It is like the electrical
light: as long as the
electrical current runs
through the bulb we
have light, but when
the current is turned
off, light ceases to exist.

That marks the end of the existence of man. It is like the
electrical light: as long as the
electrical current runs through
the bulb we have light, but
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when the current is turned oﬀ, light ceases to exist. Death is not a part of human existence nor a
natural part of life. It is an intrusion on life; it is an
enemy, the result of a separation from the Source
of life.

choosing to do so, he severed the life connection.
Death was not a part of God’s creation. It was an
intruder, a reversal of creation. It was not a punishment, per se, but rather a direct consequence
of man’s choice.

Shabbat Shalom: What do you think death is in
Christian tradition?

When man dies, it means the whole person dies.
It marks the end of the total experience of man;
body, soul, and spirit cease to exist. At the moment of death, “dust returns to dust . . . and the
spirit returns to God” (Ecclesiastes 12:7), and he
has no longer any share in what goes on under
the sun (Ecclesiastes 9:6), because “in that very
day his thoughts perish” (Psalm 146:4). Neither
does he praise the Lord anymore, because he is
not in heaven (see Acts 2:34), but he has “gone
down into silence” (Psalm 115:17), from where
he is unaware of the success or failures of his descendants ( Job 14:21). But
there is hope, the hope of a resurrection, as the psalmist says:
“As for me, I shall behold Thy
face in righteousness; I will be
satisfied with beholding Thy
likeness when I awake” (Psalm
17:15).

Olafsson: Through the centuries, Christianity has
been divided on this issue. The majority of the
Christian church has traditionally based its view
of death on dualistic ideas drawn from Greek philosophy according to which human beings consist
of two entities or components: a material, physical
body which is mortal, and a soul or a spirit which
is immaterial and immortal. The soul has or carries the true personal identity. It comes from God
and is therefore eternal. During the earthly existence of
man, the eternal soul is imprisoned within the material body.
At death, the body returns to
the dust where it came from,
but the soul escapes the bodily
prison and is set free to continue its existence in another
realm. The spirit of those who
have been “good” enters into the
everlasting bliss in the presence
of their heavenly Father, but the
spirit of those who have been
“bad” is condemned to an eternal existence of punishment in
a fiery hell. Death is thus seen
by the majority of Christian churches to be just a
natural part of human existence, a transition from
one form of life to another.

Death is not a part of
human existence nor
a natural part of life.
It is an intrusion on
life; it is an enemy, the
result of a separation
from the Source of life.

Shabbat Shalom: What does the Bible teach
about death?
Olafsson: As mentioned above, the Bible presents
a holistic picture of man; man is not composed
of separate, independent entities. Rather, he has
diﬀerent aspects, none of which exists in isolation.
Man is a unity. God created man with the possibility of living forever. This was not an inherent
ability, but conditioned by man’s living in harmony with the principles laid down by Him who is
the source of all life. When man “sinned” by not

The Bible speaks of two deaths:
the former is a temporary cessation of life, a consequence of
man’s life in a sinful environment; at the end of a life span
of 70-80 plus years man dies.
This death is often referred
to as “sleep” in the Bible. Like
sleep, it is not permanent, and it implies a time of
awakening. It can also be a blessing in disguise. It
is a relief to the suﬀerer, and it prevents man from
having to endure life in an environment of everincreasing wickedness while he waits for the fulfillment of God’s promises of rewards at the end
of the age (Revelation 22:12). The latter, or second death, is the permanent termination of life at
the time of the ultimate eradication of evil from
the universe (Revelation 20:14, 15). At that time,
death will also be permanently eliminated from
human experience (Revelation 21:4). Thielicke
has pointed out:
Wherever God is, there is life. Where God
is not, there is death (Psalm. 104:29-30; Job
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34:15)… Whoever does not have this contact with the breath of God, whoever lives
in protest against him or in internal detachment from him, is already dead regardless
of how much vitality he might have externally (Ephesians 2:5; Romans 5:21; 7:10;
1 John 3:14-15). His life is disconnected
from its actual source of power, though still
rolling along “in neutral” according to the
law of inertia.*
Shabbat Shalom: Are you afraid of death?
Olafsson: All human beings have an inborn fear
of death. In spite of diﬃculties in our lives, we
cling to life. As a human being, I fear death, because it is an enemy; but it is a conquered enemy.
“Death has been swallowed up in victory,” “victory through our Lord Jesus Christ” according
to Paul (1 Corinthians 15:54, 57). Therefore, as
a Christian, I know death need not be the final
end of my existence. The Bible assures me that
the temporary cessation of life is just a sleep, a
period of timeless nonexistence for those who
wait for the fulfillment of
God’s glorious promises
“in the morning.”
Shabbat Shalom: Is there a
life after death?

deathbed, but at the glorious second coming of
our Lord, Jesus Christ.
Shabbat Shalom: How do you interpret or understand the state of death?
Olafsson: As I have already stated, death is a total
cessation of existence, including all its activities. It
is a state of a nonexistence.
Shabbat Shalom: Do you believe in immortality?
Olafsson: Again, I think I would have to answer
this question with a “yes” and a “no.” If immortality is seen as the ability of some component of
the human being to exist independently, unfettered by time or space, the answer is “no.” But as
I mentioned earlier, God created man with the
possibility of living forever. But that life is not an
independent existence; it is dependent on a constant relationship with the source of life, which is
God. So, I would qualify my answer by saying
that I do believe in conditional immortality, immortality which God will ultimately give to those
who choose to remain in
fellowship with Him.

Like sleep, it is not
permanent, and it implies
a time of awakening.

Olafsson: Yes and no. As
I mentioned earlier, many Christians view death
as just a transition from one state of existence
to another. So for them, the individual continues to exist in another sphere following the brief
transition at the moment of death. According to
the Bible, however, that view is wrong. It points
out clearly that in death the soul perishes, man
does not know anything, man ceases to exist.
But the Bible also speaks about life after death,
life which relates to the present in the same way
as tomorrow relates to today, interrupted by tonight’s sleep. At that time our corruptible bodies
will be raised incorruptible… the mortal will put
on immortality (1 Corinthians 15:51-53). This
is neither automatic nor inherent, but dependent
on God’s restorative powers. Since death is the
cessation of life, life after death calls for a full
restoration from nothing, a new creation, as it
were. It is not something that takes place at the

Shabbat Shalom: What
about resurrection?

Olafsson: Resurrection is
not just resuscitation. It
calls for a new creation, following a period of nonexistence, death. Thus it is a resumption of life
rather than a continuation. Some people have difficulty seeing resurrection as a reality because they
feel that it is dependent on the existence of a body
or a noninterruption of mental activities. But
science tells us that physically we are constantly
changing; and in about a seven-year cycle, all of
the cells of the body have been replaced. What
I am today, physically, is completely diﬀerent
from “me” ten years ago, but I am still me. What
about our thoughts? Some say that eternal life
calls for an immortal soul in order to keep mental
life uninterrupted. But, we may have particular
thoughts in mind when we fall asleep at night and
then we sleep a number of hours. When we wake
up, we may continue with the same thoughts we
had when we fell asleep, unaware whether we slept
for a few minutes, several hours, or a whole day.
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Some are even unconscious for weeks or months.
When they wake up, they may still continue the
thought process they had when they fell asleep.
So, a future restored life is not dependent on the
permanent existence of a body or the survival of a
soul or a spirit.
In the resurrection, God will recreate the human
being. The personal identity is preserved, but the
person is no longer encumbered with sin and disease and is unaﬀected by the interval of nonexistence that he or she may have experienced. The
resurrection forms the conclusion of God’s plan
of salvation, and its certainty is guaranteed by
Christ’s resurrection. It involves a complete physical transformation which makes possible the full
development of the human potential man is endowed with. It is not just an individual experience
but a collective one, in which all those who died in
the Lord will be resurrected at the same time (1
Thessalonians 4:16, 17). Resurrection is, therefore, not just a natural continuation of life but a
new start, a new creation at the end of the ages.
Shabbat Shalom: Is this concept consistent with
what Christians have always believed or has it
undergone changes through time?
Olafsson: As I mentioned above, many traditional
Christian churches have departed from this biblical view of death and have mixed it with Greek
philosophy which teaches the immortality of the
soul and sees death as just a transition from one
existence to another. There has been a change in
the Christian church, in general. But there are still
Christian churches which hold on to the biblical
view that death is a temporary and/or a complete
cessation of all life and resurrection is a new beginning.
Shabbat Shalom: How do you relate to death
and what specific doctrines do you have that
will help you to accept death?
Olafsson: Death is an enemy, and personally I feel
that I can never fully come to terms with death,
even though I can see that, at times, death can
be a relief for individuals who have been suﬀering. But, it still creates a loss. What helps me to
accept death is the fact that I know it is a conquered enemy. Christ, by his death and resurrec-

tion, conquered this last great enemy of humanity. Through my acceptance of Christ, I can have
a part in that victory and share in the hope of a
future life when “the dead will be raised imperishable” and “we shall bear the image of the man of
heaven” (1 Corinthians 15:49) in a place where
God Himself will be with His people and “will
wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death
shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the former
things have passed away” (Revelation 21:4).
Shabbat Shalom: How does your church provide
help to those who have lost a family member?
Olafsson: The church tries to show itself as a caring community, providing support for those who
have suﬀered a loss. This is, however, done more
on an individual basis than as a part of the church
activity. This help can be on two levels; one is the
immediate aspect of helping those who have suffered loss by being friends; the other looks more
to the future by assuring the individuals of God’s
loving care for those who suﬀer. He has conquered death, so those who accept God’s provisions can look forward to meeting with their loved
ones when they “wake up in the morning.”
Shabbat Shalom: Do you provide any extra help
like group seminars or group support?
Olafsson: Many local churches provide a grief-recovery program where specially trained individuals
help individuals cope with the process of grieving.
It is a process that everybody goes through, but it
may aﬀect them in various ways. The more you
know about this process the easier it is to cope. I
think the best thing that we as individuals can do
is to show our friendship and be close to and helpful to the one who is suﬀering grief or loss. That
was Christ’s method. That is what He wants us as
His children to do to for each other.
This interview was conducted by Richard Elofer.
Helmut Thielicke, Death and Life, trans. Edward H.
Schroeder (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1970), pp.
106-107.
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